Decreased serotonin function in bulimia nervosa.
Evidence that serotonin-active antidepressant medications decrease binge eating in patients with bulimia nervosa has fueled interest in the hypothesis that abnormal serotonergic neurotransmitter function contributes to symptoms of the disorder. To evaluate this hypothesis, we employed pharmacological challenge testing to compare serotonin function in patients with bulimia nervosa and healthy controls. Neuroendocrine response patterns were compared for 15 nonhospitalized, medication-free, normal-weight women with bulimia nervosa and 14 age-matched healthy female controls. Behavioral assessment included ratings of eating disorder symptoms, depression, and anxiety. Serotonergic response patterns were assessed by measuring the increase in serum prolactin concentration during 5 hours following single-dose, oral administration of 60 mg of d,l-fenfluramine hydrochloride (Pondimin). For patients with bulimia nervosa, the fenfluramine-stimulated increase in serum prolactin concentration was significantly less than for controls. Within the patient group, the frequency of binge eating episodes during the 4 weeks prior to the study exhibited a significant inverse correlation with serotonin-stimulated prolactin secretion. Our study provides new evidence that impaired central nervous system serotonergic responsiveness may contribute to the onset or maintenance of abnormal eating patterns in patients with bulimia nervosa.